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turbed about the loss to art and culture, others were more concerned
over the destruction of something which might be bartered with
foreign countries for manufactured goods or food. A commission
was set up with Maxim Gorki at its head and given authority to
collect these valuables and safeguard them for the State. The Red
Army commander had written to Gorki offering his services to the
coinmission on the strength of having had experience of the fine art
trade, and since the commission was badly in need of a man with
some flair for the work to travel as its representative among the local
Soviets, Gorki had arranged for the officer to come and see him.
Gorki and I and another man were talking in an inner room
when they arrived and the commander was brought straight into
us. He was hardly the type I had expected to see, either as a Red
Army officer or a connoisseur of the fine arts. He was a Jew, rather
over the average height, full-faced, very broad-shouldered, well-
fleshed all over, in fact, with oiled wavy black hair and strong-
looking teeth touched here and there with glittering gold. He looked
odd in his drab Red Army uniform as if he had assumed it for a
joke. A well-cut morning coat with well-creased, striped trousers,
a wing collar with a stock and a flashing diamond pin in it was the
dress I mentally pictured him in, an elegant but energetic gambler
on the Bourse or one of the more spectacular of the markets. But
at the same time I could have imagined him stripped to the buff
and smiling round on the spectators from a flood-lit boxing or
wrestling ring. He was a personality, this fellow, a go-getter. He
dominated the room the moment he entered it. One felt pushed
back and weakened. The oddest thing of all was to find him in this
Communist Russia, he was so unquestionably a born capitalist,
One expected him to put his hand in his pocket and jingle his money
from sheer joy of the feel of it.
The absurdity of this man's being a defender of the proletarian
state was enhanced by his behaviour as soon as he was in the room.
At the sight of Gorki's Indian treasures, among which we were
sitting, his eyes shone, his teeth flashed in a broad smile of pleasure,
and he rubbed his hands together in the traditional gesture of the
Jew about to plunge himself into his native element. There was
scarcely time for a big handshake for his host and a curt nod to the
other two of us when he had the tall, stooping, melancholy mous-
tached Gorki by the arm and was leading him round his own shelves
and cabinets, crowing over this, valuing that, asking where this
came from and what price was paid for it, in a flow of language
that staggered with its raciness and its sharp assertion of the sale-
room value of the masterpieces of craftsmanship by which we were
surrounded.